These results give an up-to-date picture about the differences in the expectations and perceptions of the consumers about the service quality in the field of electricity distribution
INTRODUCTION
The public services sector has undergone widespread changes in Central and Eastern Europe (Richter [3] , Surrey [2] ). Privatization and reorganization of the electricity industry from a traditionally centrally owned and operated system towards a market-based decentralized system has become an important issue in Hungary, too (Tersztyanszky [4] ). The recently privatized six electricity distributor companies operate in an assigned region and as a result the consumers cannot choose among the service providers. Thus, in this 'quasi' monopoly environment the level of consumer satisfaction has little impact on their profit or market share as it would in the case of a regular product or service in non-monopolistic markets. Therefore the need has emerged to conduct in regular intervals surveys of consumer satisfaction in order to protect consumer interest as well as to control and supervise the quality of service provided by the distributor companies.
THE METHOD AND OBJECTIVES OF THE SURVEY
After a careful review of the international service literature (Ghobadian [5], Taylor and Baker [7] , Speller and Ghobadian [10] , Cronin and Taylor [6], Moores [9] , Parasuraman et al. [8] and others), and the local conditions, the following key issues were agreed upon: -The satisfaction and importance should be measured separately in the household, and business segments.
-The customer satisfaction index should be a comprehensive measuring tool, which expresses not only the satisfaction with the core offering of the electricity supplier, i.e. the electric power: but also the satisfaction with the whole performance of the service providers. It meant that the overall satisfaction should be built on the satisfaction of the different components of the service package.
-Beside the consumers' satisfaction the relative importance of these components should also be measured. The results of the 'satisfaction -importance' analyses would give additional information for the companies themselves for improving their performance.
-The methods of assessing the distribution companies according to the customer satisfaction should include the relative ranking of the satisfaction with the electricity supply among other major utility services. -The questionnaire measuring the consumers' satisfaction and importance should use the scale of 1 to 5. The results of the 5-scale answers should be converted into point numbers between 0 and 100. The points of the individual indices add up according to the algorithm of the method to a final figure which, within the continuum of 0 and 100, expresses the overall satisfaction of the customers concerning the services of the given utility company. The structure of the satisfaction index is illustrated in Figure 1 . The same structure is used for the importance index. The survey is carried out every year at the same time all over the country. Since the territories of the companies are very similar in size, even the arithmetical average will give a fairly good picture about the present state of art of customer satisfaction with electricity services in the country. The deviation of the individual firm's figures from the average will show the differences in the consumers' perceptions about the service of the different regional suppliers.
The Sample
The sample in both segments has been selected by the stratified random sampling method with the reliability requirement of 95 %. The sample was chosen so that consumer living in different type settlements and on the area of the geographic divisions of the supply companies had proportional representation in it. The reliability requirement and the need for proportional representation resulted in a sample size of 1.5 o /oo of the households and 7.1 o /oo of the businesses. Altogether more than 10.5 thousand consumers have been interviewed every year.
THE RESULTS OF THE SURVEY OF CONSUMER SATISFACTION

Perception of Electricity Service in Comparison with Other Major Public Utilities
The first point of interest in the survey was to find out how do consumers perceive the importance of electricity supply among other major public utilities, and what is their satisfaction compared to the other utilities. (Table  1 .) The result of the survey indicates that the importance of electricity supply is on the top in both main segments of consumers. The high satisfaction figures in almost all services (in some cases exceeding their importance) show that the Hungarian infrastructure of utilities is relatively well developed. The only exception is the telephone supply which, in spite of the huge investments made in the mid of the nineties, is lagging behind the expectations of the businesses.
The Overall Satisfaction with the Electricity Supplier Companies
The indices of consumer satisfaction of the electricity supplier companies are given in Table 2 . 
These figures indicate a relatively high overall level of satisfaction with the electricity supplier companies in Hungary today. The point-values of around 70 -in the evaluation-continuum of 0 (complete dissatisfaction) and 100 (perfect satisfaction) -indicate that the consumers are rather positive about the level of performance of the service-providers. However, further improvement in satisfaction is necessary. Figure 2 illustrates the development of satisfaction in the two measured segments (households and businesses). -The level of satisfaction with the quality of electricity supply is relatively high. It is to be seen however that when it comes to the supporting services, like troubleshooting, the satisfaction is much lower especially in the segment of the non-business consumers.
-Consumer satisfaction is also high in the different forms of clients' contacts. Within this main index, however, there are again some areas with a lower level of satisfaction.
-Both households and business consumers are most dissatisfied with the electricity price and discount used by the suppliers. The price perception is very similar in more developed countries, too. A big share of population perceives electrical power as different from other 'normal' products. They evaluate it as something given for granted, as something independent from the market rather than a market category, thus, in contrast to other products or services do not like to pay for the real value of electrical energy. It applies even more to Hungary, where the transition to the market economy has just started recently; and attitudes originating from the communist 'welfare society' are still present among a vast part of the population.
-Among the main indexes, the communication has rather low satisfaction index. It is understandable, since this function (which is part of the marketing activity) used to be pretty neglected in the past. The electricity distributors, together with other companies, have to learn now how to communicate with their customers and pay attention to their environment.
Comparison of the Satisfaction and Importance Indices
The survey started out from the principle that satisfaction with the components of the individual service is to be evaluated most rationally when compared to the importance granted to them by the consumers. The satisfaction values exceeding the importance figures show a kind of 'over-performance', and visa-versa: importance values exceeding satisfaction values reflect a kind of 'under-performance'. Figure 3 shows this relationship calculated on the averages of the two segments in 1999. 
The Differentiating Effect of Some Social-Economic Criteria
The survey has also made it possible -by revealing the structural differences in averages at both national and enterprise level -to clearly see how electricity suppliers can differentiate their service-offering and more importantly differentiate their consumer communication.
The survey has shed light, for example, on two tendencies, which may have importance on the formulation of the nationwide energy policy. 
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The analyses according to the type-of-settlementstructure indicates that, while the importance is apparently about the same in the households located at different settlements, overall satisfaction, is higher in the small cities, while in larger cities and communities the perceived level of electricity services is lower.
FIGURE 5. Importance and Satisfaction in Relation to the Size of Settlement
CONCLUSIONS AND FUTURE RESEARCH
The first survey on consumer satisfaction in the electricity supply industry was a major step in the transformation process of Hungarian economy. This was the first time when public utility suppliers turned outward, and asked their customers about their expectations and satisfaction. During the successive surveys electricity got used to the fact that customer satisfaction is an important issue even in a utility company having a monopoly position. The satisfaction survey help them to prepare to the future market opening required by European Union regulations. The results of the surveys are promising in two ways: (1) the customers are basically satisfied with the performance of the service providers, (2) the survey has identified those components of the service package which need further improvements. The service areas, which typically 'underperform' according to the 'importance-satisfaction analyses' are mainly marketingrelated areas, like communication, price, and customer service. Although the surveys were initiated by a government agency (HEO) to monitor the activity of monopolies the companies can benefit from their results, as well. The preparation of the survey addressed a number of important theoretical and methodological questions relating to the components and measurement of service quality, its relation to the overall performance of the service provider, the relation of the perceived service quality and consumer satisfaction. Further research should address the refinement of the methodology of customer satisfaction survey and the comparability of its results. 
